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The complex of the churches of Saint Constantine and 
Saint Mamas is located at Missochori, close to the capi-
tal of the island of Nissyros, Greece. The first church pre-
serves wall-paintings dated to the end of the twelfth cen-
tury, shared donation of two monasteries/churches. The 
paintings are partly repainted, probably in 1318/1319. 
Both the murals and the two inscriptions of the church 
provide new evidence concerning mediaeval Nissyros. 
Key words: twelfth century, Byzantine wall-painting, Nis-
syros-Greece, inscriptions, 1318/1319.
INTRODUCTION
The church of Saint Constantine1 is located in a ver-
dant slope in the region called Missochori, close to the set-
tlement of Mandraki, capital of the island of Nissyros. In a 
close and uncertain date, not long after the initial construc-
tion of the church, a second one, smaller in dimensions was 
annexed, probably a chapel dedicated today to Saint Mamas. 
This has no separate entrance as she shares the same wall, 
namely the north, with the church of Saint Constantine thus 
communicating through a rectangular gateway with the first 
building. Both churches are single aisled and barrel vaulted 
(Fig. 1), built with rubble masonry and have semicircular 
apses built within the thick east wall.
The  church  of  Saint  Constantine  still  preserves  the 
low-height screen while a continuous bench runs along the 
walls of the nave, being interrupted only by the entrance and 
the doorway of the chapel. The floor of the church is laid 
with uneven flagstones. The masonry incorporates numer-
ous ancient and early Christian spolia, and a further number 
are stored inside the church (Fig. 2). 
The painted decoration is limited to the conch of the 
apse of Saint Constantine. Apparently, for obscure reasons, 
the walls of the nave and the chapel of Saint Mamas were 
never  painted,  although  they  had  received  a  lime  plaster 
coating. The frescoes of the apse were first mentioned in an 
earlier article discussing the painting of the twelfth century 
in the Dodecanese.2 We strongly believe, though, that the 
church and its murals deserve further study in conjunction 
with the accompanying inscriptions.
The conch of the apse is decorated with the figure of 
the Virgin Enthroned, of the Hodegetria type, flanked by 
two archangels dressed in imperial costumes. Underneath 
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the Virgin and between the two archangels spreads a frieze 
of tendrils with palmettes, while on the extrados of the apse 
few fragments from a red draped decorative band can still be 
seen (Fig. 3). 
The head of the Christ-child, in the al secco technique, 
probably belongs to a separate, later painting phase. We be-
lieve that the poor quality of the plaster from the first phase 
led to its renovation, probably during the byzantine period. 
The painting must have deteriorated due to fungal spread on 
the surface of the rather poor quality plaster, most probably 
developed because the apse of the church is half-buried on 
the outside, in combination with the high sulphur content in 
the atmosphere coming from the nearby volcano. All these 
factors may have resulted in the extensive destruction of 
the fresco in the hemicycle, so that today a few fragments 
only are visible. The space between the throne and the left 
archangel is occupied by a fragmentary inscription in capital 
letters, while another miniscule inscription is located in the 
undecorated surface under the conch and the tendrill motif 
frieze.
From  the  depiction  of  the  Virgin  Hodegetria  only 
few faint fragments can be discerned today, in contrast to 
the better preserved head and left leg of the Christ and the 
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1 The church of St. Constantine is mentioned in: S. Kentrēs, Οι 
εκκλησίες  και  τα  ξωκκλήσια  της  Νισύρου,  Νισυριακά 8 (1982) 79; I. 
Volanakēs,  Βυζαντινές  και  μεταβυζαντινές  τοιχογραφίες  της  Νισύρου, 
Νισυριακά 11 (1990) 104–105; A. Katsiōtē, Th. Archontopoulos, Το 
παρεκκλήσιο της οικογένειας των Αρμενόπουλων στη Ρόδο του 12ου αιώνα, 
in: Ρόδος. 2.400 χρόνια. Η πόλη της Ρόδου από την ίδρυσή της μέχρι την 
κατάληψη της από τους Τούρκους (1523) II, Athens 2000, 381–382. Also v. 
A. Katsiōtē, H. Papavasileiou, Η παλαιοχριστιανική και βυζαντινή Νίσυρος, 
in: Νίσυρος. Το νησί του Πολυβώτη, Επτά ημέρες - ένθετο Καθημερινής 
(Athens 22. 7. 2001) 6; A. Katsioti, From the Early Christian Period to 
Modern Times, in: Islands off the Beaten Track. An Archaeological Jour-
ney to the Greek Islands of Kastellorizo, Symi, Chalki, Tilos and Nisyros 
(catalogue), Athens 2011, 320–321; S. Orsarēs, Οι τοιχογραφημένοι ναοί 
της Νισύρου (unpublished essay), Thessaloniki 2012, 30–32. 
2 Katsiōtē, Archontopoulos, op. cit., 381–382.
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two flanking archangels. The archangel on the right side 
of the Virgin is wearing an ankle-length orange-red diviti-
sion with sewn bands visible on the left upper arm, the hem 
decorated with a series of asymmetrical, square and arched 
panels (Fig. 4). The panelled loros draped around the tor-
so over this is encrusted with pearls and the squares are 
filled with X-shaped patterns in alternating red and white. 
A combination of both is used for the epimanikon. On his 
feet the angel is wearing pointed red shoes also encrusted 
with pearls. In his right hand he holds and orb painted with a 
cross mounted on two steps accompanied by the arcronyms 
Ι(ησούς) Χ(ριστός) Υ(ιος) Θ(εού)3 and in his left a scepter.
The second archangel, in a better state of preservation 
than the first, broadly shares the iconographic features men-
tioned above (Fig. 5). He also has an elongated figure; the 
long curly hair covering the ears is tied at the nape of the 
neck. The orb in his right hand shows only the cross, be-
cause the letters may have flaked off. His apparel preserves 
the scroll embroidery on the broad superhumeral which is 
edged round the neck with a double row of pearls, just like 
the edge of his cuff. The design of his panelled loros varies 
slightly and its underside, showing on the right arm, is deco-
rated with a scroll motif and edged with a pattern in pearls. A 
repeated S motif is prominent on the divitision. 
THE ICONOGRAPHY
The depiction of the Virgin Hodegetria escorted by the 
archangels in the conch of the apse is a very popular sub-
ject during the middle byzantine period;4 this is borne out 
from the mural decoration of the bema, where it prevailed 
throughout the Byzantine Empire and beyond its frontiers.5 
Although few examples have survived from the mural deco-
ration of that period in the Dodecanese, it is believed that 
this subject would have been one of the most favoured. Two 
rather contemporary examples must be mentioned here, the 
conch decoration in the chapel of the Virgin at Patmos,6 
which  has  been  dated  between  1176  and  the  end  of  the 
twelfth century, and the decoration in the cave church of the 
Virgin at Evlos7 near Lindos, dated to the late twelfth – early 
thirteenth  century.  Henceforth,  throughout  the  thirteenth 
century the main theme for the apse decoration was that of 
the Deesis, with few exceptions.8 
The depiction of the archangels dressed in imperial ap-
parel and the loros costume and holding the imperial insignia, 
namely the orb and the scepter-labarum, has a long tradition 
in art since the early Christian era. Their iconography, either 
imitating the imperial one, or influenced by the personifica-
tions of Rome – Constantinople or the Victories on the con-
sul tablets, has already been the subject of a thorough study,9 
along with the symbolic significance this tradition acquired 
during the Middle Byzantine period, particularly from the 
ninth century onward.10 In the Nissyros church the painter 
copies his prototypes and distorts them; the way the loros 
is draped round the torso and shoulders and the complete 
misunderstanding of the underside of the richly decorated 
loros on the hand holding the orb in the angel to the Virgin’s 
3 For the acronym v. Ch. Walter, The Iconography of Constantine 
the Great, Emperor and Saint, Leiden 2006, 163, with references. 
4 Ch. Ihm, Die Programme der christlichen Apsismalerei vom vier-
ten Jahrhundert bis zur Mitte des achten Jahrhunderts, Wiesbaden 1960. 
5 This theme was popular throughout the Byzantine Empire; v., re-
spectively, for Cappadocia, C. Jolivet-Lévy, Les églises byzantines de Cap-
padoce. Le programme iconographique de l’abside et de ses abords, Paris 
1991, 14, 65–66, 92, 93, 116, 131, 201, 256, 287, 291, 301, 303, 332–333, 
and, for the Greek mainland, S. Pelekanidēs, Άγιοι Ανάργυροι Καστοριάς, 
in: S. Pelekanidēs, M. Chatzēdakēs, Καστοριά, Athens 1984, 30, fig. 7. 
6 H. Kollias, Οι τοιχογραφίες, in: Οι Θησαυροί της Μονής Πάτμου, 
ed. Α. Δ. Κομίνης, Athens 1988, fig. 11, 12. 
7 Katsiōtē, Archontopoulos, op. cit., 380, pl. 155a.
8 For the Dodecanese island group v. Th. Archontopoulos, Ο ναός 
της Αγίας Αικατερίνης στην πόλη της Ρόδου και η ζωγραφική του ύστερου 
μεσαίωνα στα Δωδεκάνησα (1309–1453), Athens 2010, 83–84.
9 Cf. M. G. Parani, Reconstructing the Reality of Images. Byzantine 
Material Culture and Religious Iconography (11th–15th centuries), Lei-
den–Boston 2003, 42.
10 Ibid., 46–47, n. 155.
Fig. 1. Nissyros, Churches of Saints Constantine and Mamas. 
View from the southwest
Fig. 2. Nissyros, Saint Constantine. Inside view of the church 67
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left prove this.11 In all probability the artist could have drawn 
from works of art like the Ms Coislin 79 (1071–1081),12 the 
painted decoration of Saint Anargyroi at Kastoria (c. 1180)13 
or the Virgin’s chapel at Patmos,14 where the spread under-
side of the loros is decorated in a similar manner.
The plain tendril that decorates the frieze between the 
two archangels is one of the most commonly used ornamen-
tal patterns throughout the Middle Byzantine period, and 
persists in the centuries following in a number of variants.15
INSCRIPTIONS
A. The inscription on the left side of the Virgin con-
sists of nine lines written in white paint on the green and blue 
of the background (Fig. 6).
ΟΥ  ου
. ΑΥΤΟΥ ΝΗ  .αὐτοῦ ΝΗ
.. ΤΙC ΔΙ  … τῆς Δι
ΑΒΑΤΗΝ  αβατην
ΗC ΤΕ ΙC  ῆς τὲ εἰς
ΕΞΩΔΟΥ  ἐξόδου
ΤΟ ΔΗΜΙΡΟ  τὸ δίμοιρο(ν)
ΤΟΥ ΜΕΛΗΤΟ  τοῦ Μελίτω
ΝΟC ΤΟ ΤΡΙΤΟΝ.  νος τὸ τρίτον
The last lines of this dedicatory inscription refer, obvi-
ously, to the donation for the painting of the church. The bad 
state of preservation of the painting hinders any attempt for 
more elaborate conclusions. The text provides us with the 
information that the painting was realized with two-thirds 
(to dimoiron) of the cost covered by Diavatini Διαβατηνή, το 
δίμοιρον,16 and the remaining third (to triton) by Meliton. It 
is also possible that the two letters NH should be referring to 
the artist’s name. 
Αccording  to  the  text  of  the  inscription  two  more 
churches  are  attested  that  existed  in  Nissyros  before  the 
foundation of Saint Constantine. The first is the Virgin Dia-
vatini, which is easily identified with the monastery dedi-
cated to the Virgin17 located near the peak of the mountain 
Diavatis, while the second one, that of Meliton is a so far an 
unidentified monastery or church.18
The above inscription provides the only, so far, known 
testimony of a shared donation from two monasteries for the 
decoration or the founding of a chapel. Taking into account 
the inscription’s unique content, no comparison can be found 
to other known inscriptions, which mention separate indi-
viduals and the proportion of their material support to the 
founding or the decoration of a church.19 Moreover, we think 
that the inscription of Saint Constantine, besides the impli-
cation of dependence from the Diavatini and Meliton mon-
asteries, may be an oblique reference to property ownership 
as, in other cases such as the Virgin Hodegetria at Mystras, 
11 It should be mentioned however, that this feature can be ob-
served in the murals of high artistic merit in the Virgin at Patmos (cf. A. 
K. Orlandos, Η αρχιτεκτονική και αι βυζαντιναί τοιχογραφίαι της μονής του 
Θεολόγου Πάτμου, Athens 1970, pl. 26) and in the murals at Evlos (cf. 
Katsiōtē, Archontopoulos, op. cit., pl. 155a).
12 Cf. Parani, op. cit., 47, fig. 26.
13 Pelekanidēs, Άγιοι Ανάργυροι Καστοριάς, 30, fig. 7.
14 Orlandos, op. cit.
15 For more examples v. S. Kalopissi-Verti, Die Kirche der Hagia 
Triada bei Kranidi in der Argolis (1244). Ikonographische und stilistische 
Analyse der Malereien, München 1975, 229–231. Also v. L. Hadermann-
Misguich, Kurbinovo. Les fresques de Saint-Georges el la peinture byzan-
tine du XIIe siècle, Bruxelles 1975, 312–318.
16 Cf. H. G. Liddell, R. Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon I, Oxford 
1951, 431.
17 For the church v. N. Koumentos, Τα μοναστήρια της Νισύρου, 
Νισυριακά Χρονικά 17 (1975) 19; I. Volanakēs, Συμβολή στην έρευνα των 
χριστιανικών μνημείων της Νισύρου, Νισυριακά 12 (1993) 319–321; idem, 
Βυζαντινές και μεταβυζαντινές τοιχογραφίες της Νισύρου, 105; Orsarēs, Οι 
τοιχογραφημένοι ναοί, 54–57. 
18 V. further infra. 
19 For the categories of inscriptions v. S. Kalopissi-Verti, Dedica-
tory Inscriptions and Donor Portraits in Thirteenth-century Churches of 
Greece, Wien 1992, 23–46.
Fig. 3. Nissyros, Saint Constantine.
The half barrel vault of the apse 
Fig. 4. Nissyros, Saint Constantine. Angel 68
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the dependencies of the church bearing the inscription are 
mentioned instead.20 Also, we cannot exclude the possibility 
that this short text might copy part of an official document or 
a written act, as is known from later examples.21
B. The undecorated surface of the plaster in the conch, 
on the north side and below the band with the tendril, bears 
another inscription in a cursive hand written with charcoal, 
in a single line (Fig. 7):
Καὶ τ(οῦ) τέκν(ου) αὐτ(ού) Ἰωάνν(ου) μ(η)ν(ὶ) Ὁκ(τ)ο  -
(βρίω) ἐν ἔτ(ει) στωκζ (ἰ)νδ(ικτιώνος) β.
This inscription is an invocation on behalf of a man, 
whose name isn’t mentioned, and his son Ioannes. The name 
of the month is accompanied by the anno mundi year 6827, 
corresponding to AD 1318/1319. At the end there is the ab-
breviation of the word indiction and close to it the number of 
the indiction year which is only partly legible. Given that the 
year 1318/1319 corresponds to the second year of the indic-
tion, we have restored the missing number with the letter β.
The  scripture  is  rather  delinquent.  The  scribe  adds 
abbreviated words over or under in the fashion of contem-
porary manuscripts.22 Despite the fact that that the text is 
incomplete (one would expect it to be the ending of an in-
vocation), surviving evidence does not allow us to maintain 
that the previously empty space above once bore its begin-
ning. The importance of this inscription is the reference to 
a date, 1318/1319, which permits the assignment of a more 
secure dating to the surviving fragments of the second paint-
ing layer.
STYLE
The fresco decoration of the fist layer has been dated 
to the late twelfth century, but with little reference to its deri-
vation and relationship with other works of the region. Its 
characteristics, such as the indifference to the modelling of 
the human body, the vivid colours, the flat drapery and the 
general absence of any sense of monumentality, make it clear 
that this is a provincial work dryly copying the late Comne-
nian style. The key monument of the region, the chapel of 
the Virgin at Patmos, is of course the prerequisite for the 
murals of St. Constantine. It appears that even in the higher 
quality monuments of the area, that is, those of the Virgin at 
Patmos23 or the Armenopoulos’ chapel at Agisandrou Street 
in the medieval town of Rhodes,24 the refined comnenian 
stylistic trends adopted from the aristocratic or upper classes 
were gradually transformed to an ambitious but provincial 
variant  of  their  prototypes.  The  mediocre  quality  monu-
ments, like the church of St. Constantine, are characterized 
by the adjustment of these main stylistic principles under the 
influence of a different approach. In the Nissyros example 
the rather fleshy faces of Patmos have been abandoned for 
a modelling reminiscent of a mask (Fig. 8). This linear and 
dry late Comnenian style that develops in a mannerist way 
during the last quarter of the twelfth century can be traced in 
other contemporary monuments that are unable to keep up 
with the artistic current. An almost unknown example is the 
murals of the late twelfth – early thirteenth century of Saint 
20 See the inscriptions on the columns of the catholicon of the Vir-
gin Varnakova at Naupaktia, where among other things, there is informa-
tion about the metochia and landed property of the monastery: S. Kalopis-
si-Verti, Church Inscriptions as Documents. Chrysobulls – Ecclesiastical 
Acts – Inventories – Donations – Wills, Δελτίον ΧΑΕ 24 (2003) 84, with 
bibliography.
21 Ibid., 79–88.
22  V.  the  Venetus  Marc.  Gr.  398,  of  the  year  1315:  E.  Mioni, 
Εισαγωγή στην Eλληνική παλαιογραφία, Athens 19792, pl. XXII.
23 Kollias, op. cit., fig. 11, 12. 
24 Katsiōtē, Archontopoulos, op. cit., pl. 152c.
Fig. 5. Nissyros, Saint Constantine. Angel 
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Filonas at Agridia, Rizokarpaso Cyprus.25 The full length 
figures of the saints are characterized by an abstract and 
rather retardaire expression, while a green shadow is used to 
designate the voluminous contour of the faces. Similar an-
gular contours, outlining elongated faces, are encountered in 
monuments of the late twelfth century, such as the mounted 
Saint George from the first layer in the Virgin at Axos Mylo-
potamou on Crete.26 Based on the above we assume that the 
end of the twelfth century, and more particularly the murals 
from the chapel of the Virgin at Patmos, should be used as 
a terminus ante quem for the dating of the murals of Saint 
Constantine at Missochori.
The few surviving frescoes from the twelfth century in 
the Dodecanese mostly consist of fragmentary and incom-
plete programs, and have been discussed only superficially27 
with the exception of the Patmos monastery, the only ex-
tensively preserved iconographic program, which has been 
studied and published in detail. The Virgin fresco of St. Con-
stantine, although loosely associated with these examples, 
cannot possibly bear any close comparison with them.
The oversize Christ from the second layer (Fig. 9) is 
depicted as a child rather than as a baby or toddler. His head 
is oval, with emphasized cheeks; in his ecstatic eyes the pu-
pil is highlighted not only by its large size, but also by the 
shading of the eye cavity and the black colour of the well-
drawn  arched  eyebrows.  The  slightly  aquiline  and  broad 
nose has a rounded tip without a clear indication of the nos-
tril, while the upper lip is thinner and more angular than the 
lower. At the base of the semidome, on the red partition strip 
of the decorative band, the left foot is still visible, clad in a 
dark sandal.
The  dating  of  the  Christ’s  head  could  possibly  be 
linked, as already mentioned, to the second inscription of 
1318/1319 written with charcoal at the base of the conch. 
It is characterized by its bold, dark outline and the absence 
of highlights. The shading is handled in a painterly manner, 
with darker tones of the same colour. The intense contours re-
call murals dated to the late  thirteenth century, such as those 
of St. Anne Kalliotissa at Vathy on Kalymos.28 The prosopo-
graphical features of Christ, almost round-faced, have affini-
ties with the fourth layer from the Armenopoulos’s chapel in 
the medieval town of Rhodes, dated to the second decade of 
the fourteenth century.29 Further similarities with this obvi-
ously superior work are to be seen in the handling of the 
eyebrows and nose, which occurs, along with the shading of 
the lower lip, on the Christ child of the Virgin Hodegetria in 
St. George at Lambra, Asklipeio, on Rhodes (first half of the 
fourteenth century).30 As far as other technical or prosopo-
graphical details are concerned, such as the bold contours 
and the overall rendering of the nose, cheeks and lips, the 
Christ of St. Constantine could be compared to murals of 
the first decades of the fourteenth century from Crete, such 
as St. George at Cheliana Mylopotamou (1319),31 the Nativ-
ity at Drymisko (1317/1318)32 or the Virgin at Kissos Mylo-
potamou (1319),33 all works of the painter Michael Veneris, 
or from the Peloponnese, such as Saint John Prodromos at 
Zaraphona (first quarter of the fourteenth century).34
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND – THE CHURCHES 
OF DIAVATINI AND MELISSINI
Historical sources for the middle byzantine period on 
Nissyros are scarce. At the end of the tenth or at the begin-
ning of the eleventh century demographic changes caused 
the establishment of a new diocese,35 which was an impor-
tant landmark in the history of the island, given that from 
the eighth till the eleventh no other information is available. 
Abbot Daniel of Kiev, who visited Nissyros in 1106/1107, 
offered only little information, writing that the island was 
25 A. Papageorghiou, Christian Art in the Turkish-Occupied Part of 
Cyprus, Nicosia 2010, 353, fig. 1. After the occupation of the north part of 
the island by the Turks the state of the murals is unknown. 
26 I. Spatharakis, Byzantine Wall Paintings of Crete II. Mylopota-
mos Province, Leiden 2010, 94, fig. 103.
27 Katsiōtē, Archontopoulos, op. cit., 381–382. For the frescoes of 
Virgin Phaneromeni v. A. Katsiōtē, Οι παλαιότερες τοιχογραφίες του Αγίου 
Γεωργίου του Πλακωτού στη Μαλώνα της Ρόδου. Παρατηρήσεις στην τέχνη 
του 11ου αιώνα στα Δωδεκάνησα, Δελτίον ΧΑΕ 23 (2002) 116; eadem, 
Saint Kyriaki, in: Islands Off the Beaten Track, Nos. 141, 417.
28 Th. Archontopoulos, Οι βυζαντινές τοιχογραφίες της Αγίας Άννας 
στο Βαθύ Καλύμνου, in: Κάλυμνος. Ελληνόρθόδοξος ορισμός του Αιγαίου, 
Αthens 1994, 387–409, fig. 3, 4, 7.
29 Archontopoulos, Ο ναός της Αγίας Αικατερίνης στην πόλη της 
Ρόδου, 222, fig. 47. 
30 Ibid., fig. 48.
31 I. Spatharakis, Dated Byzantine Wall Paintings of Crete, Leiden 
2001, fig. 43, 46. 
32 P. Varthalitou, Παρατηρήσεις στον τοιχογραφικό διάκοσμο του 
ναού της Γέννησης της Θεοτόκου στο Δρυμίσκο Αγ. Βασιλείου, in: Πρακτικά 
Διεθνούς Επιστημονικού Συνεδρίου “Η πρώην επαρχία Αγίου Βασιλείου Ρε-
θύμνου από την αρχαιότητα έως σήμερα” (19.–23. X 2008), vol. 2 (in print). 
33 A. Fraidakē, Οι τοιχογραφίες του ναού της Παναγίας στον Κισσό 
Αγ. Βασιλείου, in: Πρακτικά Διεθνούς Επιστημονικού Συνεδρίου “Η πρώην 
επαρχία Αγίου Βασιλείου Ρεθύμνου», vol. 2 (in print).
34  N.  B.  Drandakēs,  Ο  σπηλαιώδης  ναός  του  Άι-Γιαννάκη  στη 
Ζαραφώνα, in: Ευφρόσυνον, Αφιέρωμα στον Μανόλη Χατζηδάκη I, Athens 
1991, pl. 70a.
35 E. Malamut, Les îles de l’Empire byzantin, VIIIe–XIIe siècle, Paris 
1988, 146, 349.
Fig. 7. Nissyros, Saint Constantine. Inscription 
Fig. 8. Nissyros, Saint Constantine. Angel (detail of Fig. 5) 70
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fertile  and  well  inhabited.36  Nevertheless,  the  aforemen-
tioned demographic changes that led to the establishment 
of the diocese must have occurred before the middle of the 
twelfth century, because the Arab geographer and traveler 
Edrisi simply discribes Nisyros as just an inhabited, in con-
trast to other islands which he considers populous, or more 
populous.37 The discussion focusing on the middle-Byzan-
tine monuments of Nissyros, such as the marble sanctuary 
screen of the catholicon of Spiliani monastery, dated to the 
end of the eleventh century,38 allows us to think that these 
monuments are evidence for building and artistic activity 
that must be related, directly or indirectly, with the establish-
ing of the diocese.
Going  back  to  the  oldest  inscription  of  Saint  Con-
stantine it is interesting to trace back the existence of the 
other two churches on Nissyros by the end of the twelfth 
century, which were responsible for the decoration of the 
conch. The monastery of Diavatini (Fig. 10),39 is mentioned 
again in a later document of 1783, treasured in the monas-
tery of Spiliani, where the renovation of the church of Dia-
vatini by a certain Nikolaos, son of the priest Constantine, is 
mentioned. This Nikolaos settled there himself and started 
cultivating the lands close to St. Panteleemon in the neigh-
boring area of Lakki.40 The fragments of a fresco decora-
tion preserved on the intrados of an arch in the north wall of 
the church have been dated to the eighteenth century41 and 
should be related to this renovation. This phase covered, to 
an uncertain extent, an older one probably Byzantine in date, 
which was recently discovered in an investigation in situ. As 
an aside, it should be mentioned that, if the chronology of 
the surviving painting fragments of the Diavatini is correct, 
this layer, associated with murals of the monasteries of St. 
John Prodromos of Arma and the Virgin at Siones42 and, we 
believe, denoting connections of dependency between them, 
should give their murals a slightly earlier dating as well.43
It is also of interest that, according to the aforemen-
tioned document of 1783, the Virgin Diavatini is mentioned 
as a metochion of the Virgin Spiliani. It must remain an open 
question whether, at the end of the twelfth century, when 
the church of St. Constantine was decorated, the monastery 
of Diavatini was already a metochion of Spiliani, and if this 
also was the case with the monastery of Meliton, as indicated 
by the connections implied by the inscription.
 Unfortunately, little has survived of the Byzantine 
construction phase at Diavatini, besides the traces of the 
early mural layer. Of the church, part of a broader monastic 
compound, only the wide apse of the bema with its irregu-
lar masonry still exists, incorporated into the later. Also, the 
lower parts of the south wall of the present nave, built with 
ancient spolia with tiles inserted between the joints, is obvi-
ously older in date. This should be considered as the middle 
byzantine phase, since the surviving remains cannot be taken 
as evidence for the existence of an early-Christian church.44 
Unhappily, in the mid-twentieth century, the second (after 
the documentt of 1783) thorough remodelling of the church 
and its annexes took place, denying us the possibility of fur-
ther study.
The  identification  of  the  second  ecclesiastical  build-
ing  mentioned  in  the  inscription  is  problematic.  However, 
the investigation of the toponyms of Nissyros along with on 
36 Although his information refers to Tilos, essentially it deals with Nis-
syros, v. Itinéraires russes en Orient, ed. B. de Khitrowo, Genève 1889, 8.
37 P. A. Jaubert, La géographie d’Edrisi, Amsterdam 1975, 21–128.
38 A. Katsiōtē, H. Papavasileiou, Μεσοβυζαντινή γλυπτική στη Λέρο 
και τη Νίσυρο, Δελτίον ΧΑΕ 23 (2002) 130.
39 It should be mentionned that the name Diavatini could possibly 
be connected to the Diavatinoi family. For the family cf. J.-C. Cheynet, D. 
Theodoridis, Sceaux byzantins de la collection D. Theodoridis. Les sceaux 
patronymiques, Paris 2010, 82–83.
40 Σπηλιανής Αρχείον. Ανέκδοτα Έγγραφα (1718–1950) της Ιεράς 
Μονής Παναγίας Σπηλιανής Νισύρου, vol. Α. (1719–1909), Athens 1999, 
50, document 9. 10. 1783. Also cf. Archim. S. Kallistēs, Ι. Μ. Παναγίας 
Σπηλιανής, Βιβλιοθήκη, Αρχείο, Ρόδος 1997, 50. For the region of Lakki 
and St. Panteleimon v. L. K. Kontoveros, Ονόματα τοπίων και περιφερειών 
τριών περιοχών της Νισύρου, Νισυριακά 1 (1963) 142, 147, 154, 159; Ch. 
I. Papachristodoulou, Τοπωνυμικό Νισύρου, Νισυριακά 3 (1969) 251. Ref-
erence needs to be made here that both Orsarēs (Οι τοιχογραφημένοι ναοί, 
54) and archimandrite Kallistēs (op. cit.) misunderstood this in mentioning 
that the priest Konstantinos settled at the church.
41 Orsarēs, op. cit., 57.
42 Ibid., 57.
43 Ē. E. Kollias, Ιπποτοκρατία – Τουρκοκρατία, in: Νίσυρος. Το νησί 
του Πολυβώτη, 9, had dated the paintings of both churches in the second 
half of the eighteenth century. For Siones there is a written testimony in a 
document of the archive of Panagia Spiliani of the year 1733. The church 
was renovated by a monk called Jonas; a renovation that, as Orsarēs as-
sumes, included the murals of the monastery (op. cit., 47). This observation 
is logical and thus with the space of about 50 years between the murals of 
Sionnes and those at Diavatini, the dependency relation and the mediocre 
quality of the latter may both be explained.
44 Orsarēs, op. cit., 55.
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the spot observations have led us to interesting conclusions. 
From a plethora of toponyms etymologically related to the 
name Meliton45 (i.e. της Μέλισσας το Λαγκάδι, Μελισσοθυριές, 
Μελισσόκηπος) our interest was roused by the Melissini locale 
in the area of Emporion close to the cemetery. We believe that 
this toponym could be linked to the lands or the ecclesiasti-
cal building that probably belonged to the Meliton of the in-
scription.46 Thorough study revealed the existence of a church 
dedicated to Saint John Prodromos, part of a monastery in all 
probability, as presumed from the buildings surrounding the 
church (Fig. 11). This church, according to an inscription in 
the later built sanctuary screen, was radically reconstructed in 
1936. However, an intact panel serving as an altar top provides 
a date for the first building phase of Saint John of Melissini in 
the middle byzantine period: its decoration, in the champlevé 
technique, includes an eight-leaf rosette in the central circle 
that is surrounded by a lozenge within a square with knots 
connecting the geometrical patterns to the acanthus leafs at 
the frames, a variant of a very popular theme in the sculpture 
of the eleventh century.47 This tendency towards horror vacui, 
as expressed in the composite decoration that fills up all the 
available space, we believe that dates the slab to the second 
half of the eleventh century. We believe that the church of St. 
John of Melissini, unknown to scholars, deserves further in-
vestigation, but this is beyond the scope of this study.
The artistic dependence of the mural of Saint Constan-
tine to that of the Patmos monastery, a relation between pro-
totype and copy, poses a tempting question referring to the 
actual relations between the two islands, although undocu-
mented in the archival history of Patmos.48 
Circumstantial  as  it  may  be,  reference  should  be 
made to the case of the family of Konstantinos Kavallourios 
(†1079) of unknown provenance and in charge of the impe-
rial wardrobe (βεστάρχης), founder of the monastery of the 
Prodromos at Strovilos at Asia Minor49 and his sister Maria 
Kavallourina; according to the archives of Patmos the latter, 
before the year 1080, owned extensive rural properties in Kar-
damaina at Kos50 and the suburbs of Partheni and Temenia at 
Leros which, in 1089, were granted to Hosios Christodoulos, 
founder of the Patmos monastery. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, descendants of the Kavallourios family bearing the 
surname Kabalouris still kept part of their ancestral lands on 
Kos and there is evidence that they had developed close con-
tacts on Nissyros, had settled and were active there.51
The  church  of  Saint  John  of  Melissini  at  Nisyros, 
whether the second donor church of the inscription or not, 
highlights  the  question  of  displacement  in  the  islands  of 
members  of  aristocratic  families,  like  the  Melissinoi.  A 
member  of  this  family,  Ioannes  Melissinos,  judge  of  the 
velon (κριτής του βήλου), a high-ranking official, witnessed 
a chrysobull of Isaac Angelus in 1186, now kept at Patmos.52 
The dispersion of the descendants to the Aegean islands is 
corroborated by a document of 1453 from the archive of the 
Knights of Saint John in Malta, where is attested the name of 
a priest Kostas Melissinos with his wife, who cultivated pub-
lic lands at Kalymnos.53 The toponym Melissini54 still sur-
vives at Kos in the village of Zia at Asphendiou, where the 
church of the Virgin Kyparissiotissa with murals dated ca. 
45 Cf., for example, Papachristodoulou, op. cit., 257.
46  It,  besides  the  etymological  relationship  between  the  name 
Meliton with the family name of Melissinoi should also be mentioned; the 
family, according to one view, originated from Melitene in Asia Minor, 
where the toponymical surnames Meliteniotis and Melitenos are attested; 
v. Ι. K. Chasiōtēs, Μακάριος, Θεόδωρος και Νικηφόρος οι Μελισσηνοί 
(Μελισσουργοί), 16ος – 17ος αι., Thessaloniki 1966, 22. For the Melissinoi 
v., also, Cheynet, Theodoridis, op. cit., 151–152. 
47 Cf. M. Sklavou-Mavroeidē, Γλυπτά του Βυζαντινού Μουσείου 
Αθηνών. Κατάλογος), Athens 1999, 133, no. 179. For the slab and its deco-
ration v., also, E. Mēlitsē, Τμήματα μεσοβυζαντινών τέμπλων από την Κω, 
in: La sculpture byzantine, VIIe–XIIe siècles. Actes du colloque internation-
al organisé par la 2e Éphorie des antiquités byzantines et l’École française 
d’Athènes (6–8 septembre 2000), ed. Ch. Pennas, C. Vanderheyde, Athens 
2008, 430–432.
48 This is attested only later, v. Ζ. N. Tsirpanlēs, Νίσυρος και Πάτμος 
(17ος  –  19ος  αι.).  Πνευματική  επικοινωνία  και  οικονομικές  σχέσεις, 
Νισυριακά 8 (1982) 7–11.
49 B. Chatzēvasileiou, Ιστορία της νήσου Κω. Αρχαία, μεσαιωνική, 
νεώτερη,  Kos  1990,  223;  Ε.  Vranoussē,  Πατμιακά.  Χρυσόβουλλον 
Νικηφόρου του Βοτανειάτου υπέρ της εν Στροβίλω μονής του Προδρόμου 
(1079), Επετηρίς Εταιρείας Βυζαντινών Σπουδών 33 (1964) 67.
50 F. Miklosich, J. Müller, Acta et Diplomata Monasteriorum et Ec-
clesiarum Orientis VI, Wien 1890, 65.
51 H. M. Karanastasē, Το χρονικό μιας οικογένειας, Athens 1977, 
149, 165. It should also be mentioned here that the church of Hypapante 
at Mandraki, Nissyros, has a portable icon of saint John Prodromos, dedi-
cated by Niκolaos Kabalouris in 1929.
52  E.  Vranoussē,  Βυζαντινά  έγγραφα  της  Μονής  Πάτμου. Α ΄ . 
Αυτοκρατορικά, Athens 1980, Νo. 9.
53 Z. N. Tsirpanlēs, Ανέκδοτα έγγραφα για τη Ρόδο και τις Νότιες 
Σποράδες από το αρχείο των Ιωαννιτών Ιπποτών, Rodos 1995, 129, 754.  
54 E. I. Karpathios, Αι εν Κω πάλαι ποτέ διαλαμψάσαι Ιεραί Μοναί 
Παναγίας των Καστριανών και Παναγίας του Άλσους, Δωδεκανησιακόν 
Αρχείον 4 (1959–1960) 99–101.
Fig. 11. Nissyros, Saint John at Melissini. 
View from the northwest 
Fig. 12. Nissyros, Saint John at Melissini. Parapet relief slab 72
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1400 is located.55 Such scattered evidence does not provide 
answers to the questions of the relationship between the two 
islands, but projects the profound bonds and interactions that 
may have existed between families, potential donors during 
the Byzantine period.
The second inscription of 1318/1319 is placed in a 
desturbed period in the history of Nissyros, and the Dodeca-
nese in general. The Knights of St. John of Jerusalem from 
1306 gradually conquered nearly all the islands of the group. 
From the late thirteenth century till the first years of the four-
teenth, Nissyros was neglected and became a nest for both 
Greek and ’Saracen’ pirates.56 In 1306 the castle of Nissyros 
was  unsuccessfully  besieged  from  the  Venetian  Jacomo 
Barozzi,57 but was conquered by the Knights in 1314,58 while 
in August of 1316, two years before the “renovation” of the 
fresco decoration of St. Constantine, the island was granted 
as a fief by Foulques de Villaret, master of the Order, to the 
brothers Giovanni and Buonavita Assanti d’Ischia,59 with a 
hereditary right; their descendants ruled it until 1386, when 
their last heir died.60 As for the orthodox diocese of Nissyros, 
we know that was held in absentia from the year 1318, when 
the Knights settled a Latin bishop there instead.61
The information drawn from the first inscription of 
St.  Constantine  enriches  our  knowledge  of  Middle  Byz-
antine Nissyros. Scattered architectural members from the 
ninth till the eleventh century,62 the sculpted decoration of 
the late eleventh century sanctuary screen in the catholicon 
of Spiliani monastery,63 the elegantly painted church of Vir-
gin Phaneromeni, dated not later than the mid twelfth cen-
tury,64 combined with the existence of three more Byzantine 
churches of the late twelfth century, St. Constantine, the Vir-
gin Diavatini and the church of Meliton, mentioned above 
– add some valuable evidence for artistic and economic ac-
tivity, donors and recipients on the island during a period 
where historical information is scarce. The written invoca-
tion of the second inscription on the verge of the surrender of 
the island to the Knights of Saint John and the obsolescence 
of the orthodox diocese of Nissyros constitute probably the 
last, but very significant testimony for the flock of the island, 
before it was deprived from orthodox ecclesiastical care for 
more than three centuries.
55 For the paintings v. A. Katsiōtē, Παρατηρήσεις στη ζωγραφική 
του 14ου–15ου αιώνα στα Δωδεκάνησα. Ο ησυχασμός και οι τοιχογραφίες 
του Αγίου Νικολάου στα Χείλη της Τήλου, Αρχαιολογικόν Δελτίον 54: mer. 
A (1999) 330. As V. Chatzivasileiou mentions, this Joannes Melissinos, 
exiled on Kos in 1079, along with his wife Eudocia built the church. Given 
that the church of the Virgin antedates the fresco, we have to suppose either 
that the church must have been built on the remnants of another church or, 
which is more plausible, that the church was built from another member of 
the same family who owned the land around 1400, thus being contempo-
rary with the frescoes.
56 Tsirpanlēs, op. cit., n. 44, 26.
57 A. Luttrell, Venice and the Knights Hospitallers of Rhodes in the 
fourteenth century, Papers of British School at Rome 26 (1958) 196 (= A. 
Luttrell, The Hospitallers in Cyprus, Rhodes, Greece, and the West 1291–
1440: collected studies, London 1978, article V); Tsirpanlēs, op. cit., 27.
58 A. Luttrell, Feudal Tenure and Latin Colonization at Rhodes: 
1306–1415, The English Historical Review 85 (1970) 759; Tsirpanlēs, op. 
cit., 34.
59 Tsirpanlēs, op. cit., 34.
60 Io notaio Nicola de Martoni. Il pellegrinaggio ai luoghi santi da 
Carinola a Gerusalemme, 1394-1395, ed. M. Piccirillo, Jerusalem 2003, 22–
23; Tsirpanlēs, op. cit., 36, n. 1; G. Bosio, Dell’istoria della sacra religione 
et illustrissima militia de San Giovanni Gierosolimitano, Roma 16292, 137.
61  T.  E.  Evangelidēs,  Εκκλησία  Ρόδου,  Επετηρίς  Εταιρείας 
Βυζαντινών Σπουδών 6 (1929) 153, 165, n. 1; Tsirpanlis, op. cit., 36, n. 2.
62 Katsiōtē, Papavasileiou, Μεσοβυζαντινή γλυπτική, 135–136.
63 Ibid.
64 V. our n. 26. For the architecture of the church v. M. Kappas, Ο 
ναός της Παναγίας Φανερωμένης στη θέση Καρδιά της Νισύρου, Βυζαντινά 
25 (2005) 423–455. 
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Фреске Светог Константина у Мисохорију.
Нова сазнања о средњoвизантијском Нисиросу
Ангелики Катсиоти, Николаос Мастрохристос
Ком  плекс  цр  ка  ва  Све  тог  Кон  стан  ти  на  и  Све  тог 
Ма  ман  та на  ла  зи се у обла  сти Ми  со  хо  ри  ја, не  да  ле  ко од 
Ман  дра  ки  ја, нај  ве  ћег гра  да на остр  ву Ни  си  ро  су. Обе цр-
кве за  све  де  не су по  лу  о  бли  ча  стим сво  дом и из  гра  ђе  не од 
при  те  са  ног ка  ме  на. У њи  ма је са  чу  ван ве  ли  ки бр  ој ан-
тич  ких и ра  но  хри  шћан  ских архи  тек  тон  ских еле  ме  на  та.
У цр  кви Све  тог Кон  стан  ти  на, ве  ћој и ста  ри  јој, по-
сто  је и фраг  мен  ти фре  са  ка. У кон  хи ап  си  де на  ла  зи се 
пред  ста  ва  Бо  го  ро  ди  це  на  пре  сто  лу,  у  прат  њи  дво  ји  це 
архан  ђе  ла у цар  ском орна  ту. Ис  под Бо  го  ро  ди  це пр  о  те-
же се фриз ло  зи  ца с пал  ме  та  ма, док се на три  јум  фал  ном 
лу  ку још мо  же ви  де  ти не  ко  ли  ко фраг  ме  на  та цр  ве  не де-
ко  ра  тив  не тра  ке. Фре  ске се, пре  ма од  ли  ка  ма сти  ла, мо  гу 
да  то  ва  ти у крај XII ве  ка. Гла  ва де  те  та Хри  ста у al sec  co 
тех  ни  ци при  па  да за  себ  ној, ве  ро  ват  но по  зни  јој фа  зи зид-
ног сли  кар  ства. Пр  о  стор из  ме  ђу пре  сто  ла и архан  ђе  ла 
при  ка  за  ног  сле  ва  за  у  зи  ма  де  ли  мич  но  са  чу  ван  нат  пис, 
ис  пи  сан ве  ли  ким сло  ви  ма, док се дру  ги нат  пис, из  ве  ден 
ма  лим сло  ви  ма, на  ла  зи на не  у  кра  ше  ној по  вр  ши  ни ис  под 
кон  хе и фри  за с мо  ти  вом ло  зи  це.
Пр  ви нат  пис оба  ве  шта  ва нас о то  ме да је две тре-
ћи  не тр  о  шко  ва жи  во  пи  са  ња цр  кве сно  сио ма  на  стир Ди  а-
ва  ти  ни, а јед  ну тре  ћи  ну ма  на  стир Ме  ли  то  нос. Тај нат  пис 
пред  ста  вља је  ди  но до  сад по  зна  то све  до  чан  ство о за  јед-
нич  ком кти  тор  ству два ма  на  сти  ра у ве  зи са жи  во  пи  са-
њем или из  град  њом јед  ног па  ра  кли  са. 
Дру  ги нат  пис је  сте мо  ли  тва за спас не  ког чо  ве  ка 
чи  је име ни  је на  ве  де  но и ње  го  вог си  на Јо  ва  на. На кра  ју 
нат  пи  са уз ин  дикт је на  ве  де  на и го  ди  на 6827, што од  го-
ва  ра 1318/1319. го  ди  ни по  сле Хри  ста, с ко  јом тре  ба по-
ве  за  ти дру  гу фа  зу осли  ка  ва  ња цр  кве.
Но  ва  са  зна  ња  о  сред  њо  ви  зан  тиј  ском  Ни  си  ро  су 
сти  чу се за  хва  љу  ју  ћи зид  ним сли  ка  ма, али нај  ви  ше за-
хва  љу  ју  ћи нат  пи  си  ма. Два по  ме  ну  та хра  ма тре  ба по  и-
сто  ве  ти  ти с две  ма цр  ква  ма ко  је су у но  ви  је вре  ме те  мељ-
но об  но  вље  не. То су цр  ква Бо  го  ро  ди  це Ди  а  ва  ти  ни, ко  ја 
се на  ла  зи бли  зу вр  ха пла  ни  не Ди  а  ва  тис, и цр  ква Све  тог 
Јо  ва  на у обла  сти Ме  ли  си  ни, код се  ла Ем  по  ри  ос. Иако 
не  пот  пун, пр  ви нат  пис до  но  си ва  жне по  дат  ке о умет  нич-
ким и еко  ном  ским при  ли  ка  ма на остр  ву, о ко  ји  ма се ина-
че вр  ло ма  ло зна. Мо  ли  тва у дру  гом нат  пи  су, на  ста  лом 
пред са  му пре  да  ју остр  ва јо  ва  нов  ци  ма и га  ше  ње пра  во-
слав  не епи  ско  пи  је на Ни  си  ро  су, пред  ста  вља ве  ро  ват  но 
по  след  ње али ве  о  ма зна  чај  но све  до  чан  ство о вер  ни  ци  ма 
на том остр  ву пре не  го што ће оно то  ком ви  ше од три ве-
ка би  ти ван ју  рис  дик  ци  је пра  во  слав  них архи  је  ре  ја.